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	1. The Sound and the Fury

**Author's Notes:** I can't wait to see how canon eventually wrecks this fic, but, whatever. This is for fun.

Quick warning about this fanfic: it's going to be redundant in some parts. Because of how "Flash Back" left canon almost entirely untouched, there's simply not a lot that can be changed. But I hope that what I do change, the way the characters interact, how Hartley shifts things around him, I hope that is entertaining.

Please enjoy!

* * *

><p>"Well," Hartley said, sounding amused from where he was leaning against the back of his cell, "this is familiar."<p>

Cisco frowned at him. It _was_ familiar: Hartley standing in the cell, pale as a ghost, blue eyes watching behind square-rimmed glasses, brown hair douchily tousled, the glass door between them un-cracked, Cisco holding Hartley's inventions in his hands. The main difference was _time,_ the urgency of the moment because he knew he had a limit of it. Cisco's tan hands tightened around Hartley's fried sonic gloves.

"We got interrupted before," Cisco said.

Hartley scoffed. "Are we expecting the dementor to be back, too?"

There was a big part of Cisco that was thankful to Hartley for _probably saving his life,_ and that part wanted to squawk at him, tell him, _"Yo, me too! I said that too!"_ The other part, however, remembered what Doctor Wells said, that it was probably simple self-preservation that made Hartley act to save Cisco, Caitlin, and himself. That kept Cisco's reaction to just the slightest of lip-twitches, brushing a stray strand of black hair behind his ear.

"No," Cisco said firmly. Then he paused. "At least, not yet?" Hartley just looked unimpressed, and Cisco couldn't help himself. "It's a _future problem._"

_'Cisco, no,'_ a voice that sounded like a combination of Doctor Wells and Caitlin hissed in his mind.

At Hartley's continued bland stare, Cisco shook himself free of that thought and held the gloves up. "It's actually partly why I'm here. Your gloves got wrecked when you used them against the dementor, and the destructive signal you used is the only lead we have on destroying that thing. And we _need_ to know how to destroy it."

Hartley perked up at that. "_'Need'?_" he echoed.

Cisco scoffed. "Slow your roll, cowboy. The timeframe's about a year. We could do it without you." Maybe. If they had two years, definitely.

Hartley's head tilted, just slightly, to the side. The light glinted eerily off his glasses, and Cisco knew he was doing it on purpose. "Then why don't you?" he drawled. "Why ask me for help at all?"

Cisco glanced to either side, raising his eyebrows. "Be-_cause_ you're the expert on these things and you can do it faster? That's generally why people ask other people to join in on a project." Cisco held up his hands, waving the gloves a little. "I know, I know," he continued, mockingly, "you've never had to work with another person on a project _in your life_－"

"And the other things?" Hartley grumbled. He'd crossed his arms during Cisco's little speech. "If the gloves are only partly why you're here, what else is there?"

And Cisco's throat tightened, and his mouth hung open uselessly. Hartley stared at him, eyebrows raised. "I－You－" Cisco tried, sounding strangled. He stopped, clenching his jaw, and swallowed.

Hartley stepped forward in his cell, head turning slightly to the side in his curiosity, like a bird. "Cisco?" he asked, a little tentative.

"You know how to find Ronnie," Cisco finally blurted.

Hartley _stared_ in stunned silence.

Cisco scrambled forward, setting the gloves on the ground. "Look, listen," he started, "Ronnie... Ronnie's in trouble. He's not well, Hartley, he's... God, man, he looks like he hasn't slept under a roof since the explosion."

Hartley was still just staring, and Cisco pressed his hands against the glass cell door. "I'm begging you, man. You have to help."

"How did you know that?" Hartley finally asked, voice almost a whisper. His eyes were wide, and he moved closer to the glass, to where Cisco was standing. "You want my help? Tell me how you _knew that._"

The esteemed Doctor Snow-Wells was shouting warnings in Cisco's head again.

Cisco looked to the ceiling, grimacing. "I am going to get into so much trouble for this," he muttered. Hartley's eyes narrowed in confusion, and Cisco sighed. "Alright, dude. Time travel. That's how I know."

Hartley blinked.

Cisco nervously continued, babbling again, "We know the dementor-thing won't be back because it's currently going to... or already _is_ a year or so in the future. And I know you know because... someone from the future told me."

Hartley was just staring again. Cisco groaned.

"C'mon, man," he grumbled. "Either believe me or call me a liar. It's the only story I have."

"The Flash," Hartley whispered, almost too quiet for Cisco to hear. He moved away from the glass door, staring into space. "The Flash can go fast enough to... to break through the space-time continuum?"

Cisco shrugged, and the movement drew Hartley's attention again. "Eventually, anyways. Not yet. I think." He shook his head. "Time travel is very confusing, and we've only known it was possible for, like, less than a day."

Hartley tried to pace across his cell, but it was too small for that. He glared at his left wall, hands clenching and unclenching, before he turned back to Cisco. "You want my help? With the dementor, and with Ronnie?" Cisco nodded, and Hartley, like a whip, slammed a palm against the wall. "Then get me out of this thing."

Cisco's mouth opened, shut, and then he cringed. "Hartley. You attacked Doctor Wells. You blew up _police cars._" He paused, and spread his hands. "You also broke some windows on your parents' building, but they totally deserved that."

A small flicker of a smile appeared on Hartley's face, but it was chased away by his seriousness. "I'm not asking you to _set me free,_" he snapped. "I wouldn't say no, but, that's not what I'm asking." Hartley pressed his palms against the glass door. "If you want my help, then _let me help._"

Cisco hesitated. He'd had a daymare about get caught up in one of Hartley's ear-bombs earlier. It had been vivid and terrifying, flying through the air, and he could almost feel the pain. Caitlin had recommended he get some sleep, but then she always did. "I'll have to convince the others," he finally said, but Cisco was sure he could manage it. Hartley had saved Caitlin and his _lives._ It had to be worth something. It _had_ to be.

Hartley smirked. "You'll get it done," he said with an air of finality. Then he let out a small laugh. "And, I guess the whole 'Future-Flash' does explain something."

Cisco raised an eyebrow as he walked over to gather the sonic gloves. "Oh? Like what?"

Hartley held up his hands, slowly wriggling his fingers. "When the Flash grabbed me, outside Rathaway Industries, he told me, _'Got you again.'_" Hartley rolled his eyes, dropping his hands to his sides. "I was worried that I might've _dated_ him at one point. This? Is far less creepy."

Cisco blinked rapidly. "That says something about the guys you've dated that _that_ was even a possibility."

Hartley smirked. "I suppose I should've jumped to _'time-traveler from the future'_?"

Cisco paused, mouth open, and then huffed. "Fair enough." There was an awkward pause, where Cisco held the sonic gloves, and Hartley stared at him. Finally, Cisco frowned. "You're still a dick."

That startled a bark of laughter out of Hartley, who then smirked. "But at least I'm working _with_ you."

"Small mercies," Cisco muttered, walking to the control console. He paused beside it, hand hovering over the controls. He looked at Hartley, and nodded to him. "See you soon, Hartley."

Hartley nodded, a twist to his lips. "Adiós, _Cisquito._"

Cisco rolled his eyes, and then sealed Hartley away.

* * *

><p>Turned out that simply stating <em>again<em> that Hartley had saved Caitlin's and Cisco's lives _wasn't_ enough to sway Doctor Wells.

"What part of _'he stays in his cell'_ is hard to understand?" Doctor Wells grouched. He was sitting in the middle of the laboratory, arms crossed, blue eyes narrow behind his half-rim glasses. Barry was standing to his right, and his arms were _also_ crossed.

They looked oddly like father and son, both brunets with grumpy expressions. If Cisco hadn't been so frustrated, he would've thought it was funny.

"He's _dangerous,_" Barry said. His green eyes grew wide and he shifted to spread his hands out. "The guy put bombs in his _ears._"

Caitlin, who was standing beside Cisco and opposite Doctor Wells and Barry, frowned. "We're not suggesting we just give him free reign of the lab equipment," she said, a touch tart. She shook her head, brown hair bouncing. "But we don't know how long it's going to take to repair the gloves, or what frequency we need to use, or how to adjust the frequency, or how to weaponize sound waves like he did, or－"

"I understand that, Doctor Snow," Doctor Wells said, dryly, and Caitlin fell quiet. "That doesn't change the facts: likely the only _reason_ he wants into the lab is to facilitate his escape. We cannot risk having a brilliant mind like his poking around our computers."

"That's an easy fix," Cisco chirped, raising his eyebrows when Doctor Wells frowned at him. "We just have to make a transmitter that gives off a signal to deny access to our files. Then we attach it to Hartley."

"Easy, huh?" Barry grumbled.

Cisco raised an eyebrow. "Ye of little faith."

Barry, unconvinced, crossed his arms again. "And if he decides to try and use his gloves on you?"

"Seriously, I have a plan," Cisco said. "There's some blueprints for handcuffs we were working on for the police before..." Cisco waved his hand through the air, "but it fell through because it gave the inmates too much range of motion."

Caitlin bit her lip. "Hartley isn't a _bad person,_" she said, quietly. "He's a real jerk, don't get me wrong," she added when Cisco shot her a look, "but that doesn't mean he's _evil._"

Barry gestured to Doctor Wells, who was looking intently at Cisco. "He _attacked Doctor Wells,_" Barry said. "In his _home._"

Cisco cringed. "Yeah, I know, but－"

"There's something else," Doctor Wells said, suddenly, and Cisco's hands snapped to his chest, curled into fists. Doctor Wells's eyes narrowed. "You're wildly intelligent, Mister Ramon, you know you could eventually figure out the gloves, the frequency variance."

"Not in time," Cisco muttered, futilely.

"But that's not what's driving you," Doctor Wells said, and he tilted his head, just a little. "What is it, Cisco? What else does he have?"

Cisco glanced from Barry to Caitlin, pressing his knuckles together. "Ah, well," he started. Failed. Then, with a deep breath, he closed his eyes and said, "He knows where Ronnie is."

The silence was deafening.

"He _what?_" Caitlin asked, clipped and hard.

Cisco opened his eyes and found himself now facing down three people _alone._ Caitlin's brown eyes stared hard at him, and Cisco shook his head. "I know, I know, it sounds like a trick, but it's not. I promise you guys it's not."

"Cisco, I told you," Caitlin began, and Cisco shook his head harder.

"It's not－it's not just for you," he said, quietly. His heart was racing, and his eyes felt hot. "It's for me. Because... because of what I did."

Caitlin blinked, drawing back. Barry's brow furrowed. Doctor Wells steepled his fingers, elbows resting on his legs. "What are you talking about, Cisco?" Doctor Wells asked, gently.

Cisco swallowed heavily, but he couldn't fight the tears as they rolled down his cheeks. "I-I sealed Ronnie into the particle accelerator. Before it exploded."

Caitlin's face, eyes going wide and cheeks going pale, broke Cisco's heart. He continued, tearing off the bandage. "He told me to wait two minutes, and I did but..." Cisco wiped his cheeks with his sleeve. "He didn't come back. And I just... I keep thinking. If I'd waited ten seconds. Twenty seconds. Maybe... maybe Ronnie wouldn't be like he is now."

Caitlin swallowed. "Cisco."

"I'm so sorry," Cisco said, through gritted teeth. "I wanted to tell you, so many times before but I－"

"Cisco, it's okay," Caitlin said, and swiftly latched onto him, pulling him into a hug. Cisco could feel the slight quivering in her hands. "What happened wasn't your fault. It wasn't _anybody's fault._"

Cisco grabbed the back of her shirt and just hung on. Just for a moment.

"Ronnie would tell you, that you did the right thing," Caitlin murmured. "Thank you for telling me."

There was a long sigh, and Cisco pulled his head away from Caitlin's shoulder to blink at Doctor Wells. His eyes were closed, his hands resting in his lap. "I suppose you should dig out those blueprints, Mister Ramon," he said, opening his eyes. "Let's see if we can add a transmitter to them."

Barry tilted his head slightly to the side. His own eyes were glassy, but he looked curious. "But, how do you know you can trust Hartley to tell the truth?"

Cisco shrugged, stepping away from Caitlin and grinning. "Easy," he said, voice only a little rough. "I was told to by a most trustworthy source." He smiled. "You."

Barry blinked, and then let out a small laugh, even as his cheeks pinked. "I'll remember that the next time you accuse me of cheating at Mario Kart."

Doctor Wells backed up, nodding down the hall. "Do you think you can get started without me? I'll be back in a moment."

Cisco nodded, smiling. "Not a problem, Doctor Wells. We've got this," he said, and bound over to his workstation. Barry and Caitlin were only a few steps behind.

"I've got to see these handcuffs," Barry muttered.

Cisco grinned. "They're _magnetic._"

* * *

><p>Hartley wasn't surprised when he felt his cell lurch into motion again. He had heard the small motor coming down the hallway several seconds ago, could hear the sound of tires rolling over to the console by the pipeline door. The anti-proton cavity－repurposed as a <em>prison cell<em>－he was being kept in was hoisted by the maintenance arm, its mechanics grinding loudly in Hartley's ears.

But above it all, Hartley could still hear the slightly-fast heartbeat of Harrison Wells.

The moving stopped. Hartley rolled his shoulders against the wall, and then shoved himself to his feet, straightening his shirt and pants. He'd been waiting for this almost since he first arrived, sniping at Cisco and Caitlin, and flirting with the Flash. He was, however, a little surprised at how quickly after Cisco had left that the man had chosen to come talk to him.

Another beep, and then more pistons moving as the large metal doors leading to the lab proper opened. And there, alone, sat Harrison Wells. The game was on.

Hartley opened his mouth.

"I don't have time for a tête-à-tête, Hartley, so I'll make this quick," Wells said, and Hartley stilled. This was not the Wells he'd played chess with. No, this was the Wells who'd blackmailed him into allowing countless people to be injured. Into allowing seventeen people to die.

Hartley's heartbeat quickened. "I take it this means none of your little pets are watching," he said, mind racing. Every instinct in Hartley was screaming _DANGER DANGER DANGER._

Wells smirked at him, and then said, voice low and dark, "You're not going to breathe a word of my secrets to _anyone._"

The certainty Wells spoke with was horrifying. Hartley couldn't help his small, startled intake of air. It was probably unnoticeable to Wells, but Hartley could hear the sharp hiss of the gasp, the ratcheting of his own pulse.

This was not the man who had blackmailed him. This was another mask－or maybe the others were masks, and here, _finally,_ was the true face of Harrison Wells.

Hartley wished he'd never seen it.

"And if I don't?" Hartley asked, barely able to keep his tone level. Because he had to know the stakes to this game. What the rules were, what the punishments were, what the win condition was.

When he would have to flip the board over.

Wells leaned forward in his wheelchair, eyes narrow behind his glasses. "Then," he hissed, "I'll do worse than leaving you in this cell, alone, for months. I'll do worse than _Rickroll_ you. I'll do worse than _blackmail_ you." He leaned back. "Do you _understand?_"

Hartley's heartbeat pounded. He kept his expression blank. "Completely," he said, and felt a small quiver start in his fingers.

Wells smiled. "Good," he said, starting to turn around. "Then, I guess I'll see you soon, Hartley."

"Do they know?"

Wells paused, turning slightly in his chair. "Know what?"

Hartley swallowed, throat dry. "Do they know that you don't need that chair?"

Wells watched him for a moment more, and Hartley _did not squirm._ "If that rumor starts spreading," Wells murmured, probably barely loud enough for the man's own ears, but Hartley's picked them up perfectly, "then _you'll_ be the one in need of this chair."

Wells didn't wait a second more before slamming the metal doors closed. Hartley kept himself still, blank, as the cell moved back into its slot on the wall. There were cameras, Hartley was sure, and he wasn't going to give Wells the _satisfaction_ of his fear. When the grinding stopped, when Wells's heartbeat and whining motor moved away, finally, Hartley slowly moved to the corner of his cell and sat there, curling over his knees. His heartbeat calmed.

"A fronte praceipitium a tergo lupi," Hartley muttered, hands curling into fists, and waited.

* * *

><p><strong><span>Translations<span>:**

A fronte praceipitium a tergo lupi  
>- Latin; <em>A precipice in front, wolves behind.<br>_Essentially, _"between a rock and a hard place"_, but Eobard is far more like a wolf than a rock. Said by Hartley to Eobard in the flashback of _'The Sound and the Fury'_, it seemed appropriate to use it again here.


	2. Crazy for You

The laboratory had changed significantly since Hartley had worked there. Oh, the bones were the same, but the function, the _soul_ of the place had changed. He remembered screens that had once monitored the inner-workings of the accelerator, estimated speeds, translated readings into data. Now, those same screens held information on _meta-humans_, and tracking data showing how fast the Flash was, the growth in his reaction times. Even Wells's office, where he and Hartley had played chess between grand and great ideas, had been converted into another lab area. Hartley could see his gloves there, through the glass walls.

And that didn't even _touch_ on the fact that the Flash's leather suit was sitting out on _display._

"So _this_ is what the secret lair of a superhero looks like," Hartley said, for lack of anything else to say. He felt like he was in a stranger's home, even though he'd spent some of the best days of his life there.

Still. All the tools he'd need to escape were right here. Somewhere.

Cisco smirked. "Well, it's what _our_ secret superhero lair looks like," he said, smugly. Then he paused. "Not that I've seen another superhero lair to compare." Then he tensed. "Not that _any of us_ have seen another superhero lair. Or that we even _know_ another superhero－"

"Cisco, stop," Caitlin said pleadingly, walking out of one of the new labs. Hartley had heard the whirring motor of his wheelchair several seconds ago, so he was able to keep his expression at _unimpressed_ as Harrison Wells wheeled in only a few paces behind her.

"Yup, doing that," Cisco said.

Wells stopped a few feet away from Hartley, leaning back in his chair. He looked directly at Cisco. "Do the restraints work?" he asked.

Cisco grinned, gesturing at Hartley. Specifically, at the three-inch-long metal bracers setting an inch above his wrists on his exposed arms. Two others were under his pants, just above each knee. "Yeah, just as I said. Magnets."

"Shall I model them for you?" Hartley drawled, rolling his head to look Cisco's way.

Cisco gave him a bland look. "You could be in the cell."

Hartley rolled his eyes and let Cisco continue.

"The magnets in the cuffs respond to a signal, and either attract or repulse depending on the signal," Cisco explained. "If Hartley tries anything－"

"My wrists attach to my knees," Hartley finished in a bored tone, tapping the metal together. He raised his eyebrows, eyes jumping from Cisco, to Caitlin, to Wells, and then back to Cisco. "Are we going to get on with my show-and-tell?"

Caitlin's spine somehow, impressively, straightened more. Wells narrowed his eyes. Cisco swallowed, and then nodded. "Alright, Hartley," he said. "Tell us what you know about Ronnie."

Without another word, Hartley wandered over to the main console. "Cisco told me I've been locked out of all the computers," he said, and waved the metal wristband around the monitors. Each of them popped up with a red error message, and when Hartley pulled his wrist away, the message vanished on its own. "That means I'll need someone to hack into the CCPD computer files for me."

He received several blank stares. Caitlin actually raised an eyebrow at him. Hartley spread his hands. "We can always just go there ourselves－"

"Absolutely _not,_" Cisco said, eyes wide. Wells and Caitlin shot Cisco bewildered looks, and Cisco cleared his throat. "Taking him out of the labs... just seems like a bad idea, right?"

Hartley gestured back at the control stations. "Then, if you would?"

Cisco's eyes narrowed. "What does the CCPD have on Ronnie?"

Hartley, rolling his eyes, sighed. "That's the wrong question," he said. "The real question is: what could the CCPD have, that STAR Labs doesn't?"

"A license to kill?" Cisco offered, irritation obvious in his tone.

Hartley glanced at Caitlin, whose brow had furrowed, but more in thought than anger. "They have any number of things. But... nothing we don't already have here."

Wells suddenly sat up in his chair, and Hartley kept his flinch to just a quick blink. "The security footage," Wells said, suddenly, and Cisco gasped, rushing forward and past Hartley. "The CCPD confiscated all our security footage of the event. We no longer have a copy of any of it on our servers."

Hartley nodded. "They also took traffic cam footage," he offered, and stepped aside as Caitlin briskly walked to Cisco.

"Okay, I'm in," Cisco said. A copy of his screen popped up on several of the monitors lining the control room, showing a dozen folders filled with video files. "What am I looking for?"

"Surveillance Camera B," Hartley said, watching on the television monitor. "Look for the timestamp matching when the particle accelerator finally went up." He glanced Wells's way, but the man's eyes were glued to the screens.

Caitlin had her arms crossed, eyes wide as she peered over Cisco's shoulder. "But this is the camera just outside," she said, looking up. "What does this have to do with Ronnie?"

Hartley curled his lips into a facsimile of a smile. "They do say that seeing is believing."

Caitlin kept her gaze on him for a moment more, then looked down when Cisco inhaled. "Found it," he said.

Hartley looked up at the television. _'REC 4566637288,'_ the file read, and Hartley nodded. "Let's roll the tape."

Cisco hesitated a second more, and then Caitlin reached out and tapped the button.

The video started moments after the accelerator had blown. People were lying all along the sidewalk, crumpled on the stairs. Only one person was truly stirring, an older man grabbing a cube with glowing energy.

"Wait!" Caitlin shouted, eyes going wide, and Cisco paused the footage. "That's Stein! That's Professor Martin Stein!"

Cisco's head snapped around to look at her. "The project leader on FIRESTORM?!" He turned and stared at the screen. "He was here that night?"

"He walked right by me," Hartley said, drawing all of their attentions. He smirked. "Professor Stein specializes in transmutation, molecular transmography, and quantum splicing." He raised his eyebrows at Cisco, waiting. Cisco kept his expression blank.

"Stein was trying to make a single object out of two separate ones, on a molecular level," Wells said from somewhere beside Hartley. Hartley didn't look his way.

"We should continue," Hartley said. "Find out where Ronnie... _ties into_ all of this." He walked over to a television, away from Wells, and tapped onto Stein. "Zoom in on him, and now advance the video frame-by-frame."

Cisco tapped a bit at his station. Caitlin's eyes were glued onto the monitor, and Hartley could tell she was beginning to understand where Hartley was leading them.

Wells had probably known from the start.

The video began advancing again, and they watched as Stein lifted the strange cube holding the glowing orb. Then he was hit by the initial wave of dark matter.

Caitlin sucked in a breath. "His eyes," she whispered. "Th-they're white."

"They look like... Ronnie's," Cisco said.

Hartley waited, watching the footage, watching for the next great wave of energy, and then－ "Stop!" he called.

Cisco pulled away from the keyboard. Caitlin already had her hands over her mouth.

"Ronnie," she breathed.

There, in the energy wave striking Stein, was Ronnie's face. He looked almost like a ghost, being pushed along. And maybe he had been, at the time.

"Holy smokes," Cisco said, looking up.

Wells was silent as the grave.

"Continue," Hartley said. "Watch." Frame by frame the video played. "The dark energy merged both Ronnie and Stein into one thing," Hartley said.

"That's why Ronnie's been acting so strange," Cisco said, leaning back into his chair. On the screen, the merged figure of Stein and Ronnie was vaporized, particles shoved far away from the blast site. "Because he's... not Ronnie."

"Not entirely, anyway," Hartley said, turning away from the screen. Caitlin's eyes were wide open and watery, but her expression remained firm as stone, and she strangled her grief. Her heart, however, pounded in Hartley's ears. Cisco looked stunned, his heart racing, too.

"How did you come across this information, Mister Rathaway?" Wells asked, and a chill rolled down Hartley's shoulders.

Cisco blinked, and his eyes locked onto Hartley's. "Yeah, how did..." His eyes widened. "You said you saw Professor Stein? The night of the explosion. You said he walked right by you."

Caitlin was quiet, but she, too, was staring intensely at Hartley. And he could feel Wells's eyes boring into his back.

Hartley took a breath. And he lied.

He was good at that.

"Of course I was there," Hartley said with a sneer. He gestured at the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the entirety of the place. "I helped _build it._ Of _course_ I wanted to be here when it turned on." He paused. Hesitated. "I wanted to see the outcome of what I helped make."

Cisco wilted. Yes, the glorious outcome of this endeavor.

"But how," Caitlin started, her voice holding the slightest quaver, that only Hartley's enhanced ears could pickup. She swallowed. "How did you know about _this?_"

Hartley was saved from answering by Cisco's phone buzzing, and he felt an undo amount of relief. Cisco cleared his throat, looking down at it and then raised his head.

"It's－" he stopped, looked at Hartley, and then continued, "the Flash."

Hartley rolled his eyes and held out his hands. "My free time for today is over, I suppose."

Caitlin quickly came around the control panel. "I'll walk Hartley back to his cell," she said.

Cisco had answered the phone. "Don't say anything, Hartley's in the lab," he said quickly, and Hartley could hear the other man sputter on the other side of the line.

Wells rolled forward. "Do you want me to come with you?"

"No!" Caitlin blurted. She smiled, a little too wide, and grabbed Hartley's arm. "We all know how to work the handcuffs." She nodded. "I can handle it."

Hartley rolled his eyes. "Can we go?" he said, loudly. "Before the Flash has a fit over being quiet. I can hear him fidgeting through the phone."

Cisco squawked and Caitlin grabbed his arm and started dragging him out of the lab.

_"Wow,"_ Hartley could hear the Flash say as Caitlin marched him towards the pipeline. _"He really_ is _a dick."_

"I know, right?" Cisco responded, and the rest of the conversation was muffled by someone－Wells, probably－turning on some classical music.

"So," Hartley began, as Caitlin pulled him down the halls, "what is it you wanted to talk to me about?"

Caitlin glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. "What?" she said, voice high. "There's nothing. Nothing at all. Nope."

Hartley snorted. "I see," he said, and waited.

As soon as the glass door to Hartley's cell had been closed, Caitlin broke.

"Okay, fine," Caitlin said. She planted her hands on her hips. Then she crossed her arms. Then she let them flop uselessly to her sides. "I just... I want to know."

Hartley frowned, discomfort rising up inside him. "Why? How I knew has nothing to do with fixing or finding Raymond and Stein."

Caitlin blinked, and then nodded. "No, but, I want to know what _I_ missed. I thought I looked _everywhere_ for him. For any sign that he was alive. I just..."

She trailed off, her eyes sliding to the ground. Ah. That would explain it.

Caitlin continued on. "I'll make you a deal," she said, swiftly. "If you tell me, I'll get you your favorite Thai dish."

That had Hartley raising his eyebrows. "Whenever I want?"

Caitlin lifted her chin. "Even if you wanted it every day."

Hartley wavered. The discomfort seemed very insignificant to having something... nice. "Fine," he said.

Caitlin smiled, a real, honest smile. Hartley shifted, discomfort doubling.

She'd never been Hartley's friend. Hartley hadn't had _any_ friends in STAR Labs. Except for Wells, perhaps. But that had been a lie, and it _hadn't been worth it._

"So?" Caitlin asked, stepping close to the glass door. "What was it?"

Still, Hartley _wanted_ that Thai food. "I remember Stein walking by me, but, many of my memories immediately following the explosion are... foggy," he said, stepping backwards until he was leaning against the wall of his cell.

Caitlin nodded. "The head trauma you mentioned. The one that made the dark matter effect your hearing?"

Hartley nodded, slowly, crossing his arms. "The explosion must have caused me to fall, because I recall being on the ground." He'd known he was hurt, with blood on his hands and screaming pain in his ears, and he had _panicked_－he'd only been working at Stagg Industries for a few weeks, he hadn't earned full health insurance yet, he couldn't go the hospital, he was so close to being _broke_－

Hartley shook himself free of the memory, and refocused on Caitlin. "I found his empty briefcase lying on the sidewalk. It had had the acronym 'FIRESTORM' on it." Hartley had actually stumbled and nearly fallen on it. The injury to his ears had destroyed his sense of balance, and, in the end, he'd had to more or less _crawl_ home.

Caitlin nodded. "And then?"

And then he'd laid in his bed, screaming in agony with a pillow shoved over his head. For _days._ "I read about Stein's disappearance in the news later, and since I was the last one to see him," Hartley shrugged, "I thought I'd look into it."

"And, that was it?" Caitlin asked. She sounded almost disappointed, as if the fact that there _wasn't_ something more she could have done was worse than not doing everything.

But it wasn't _everything._

"There is one more thing," Hartley offered, and he heard Caitlin's heart-rate increase. "Outside the side door, where Surveillance Camera B is? There's a Bakudan no Kajey." At Caitlin's confused expression, Hartley sighed. "It's Japanese. It means－"

"Bomb shadow," Caitlin said, shaking her head. "I know, it's just... It's Kage, not Ka-jey."

Hartley stared. "You know Japanese?"

Caitlin lifted her chin. "Some," she said primly. "But, this bomb shadow you saw? You think it was Professor Stein's?"

Hartley nodded. "It's in the correct spot for it to be his. It matches his silhouette. I saw it and immediately went looking for the corresponding footage."

Caitlin nodded. "And that's when you found the file."

"Yes," Hartley said. He raised an eyebrow. "I hope you realize I'm expecting Thai food tomorrow for dinner."

Caitlin smiled at him. "I am very aware," she said, and nodded again. "Thank you, Hartley."

Hartley, his arms still crossed, simply nodded back. "Until tomorrow, Doctor Snow."

Caitlin shook her head, stepping back, and sealed the chamber.

* * *

><p>"You know," Cisco loudly declared from the control room, as Hartley carefully pulled another shorted wire out of his sonic gloves, "I didn't actually consider the whole... <em>'secret identity thing'<em> being a problem."

"Why so _loud_ Cisco?" Caitlin whimpered, where she was hunched over by her own workstation. Apparently, Caitlin and the Flash had gone out drinking the night before, and, while the Flash was no worse for wear, she was suffering from a hangover.

Hartley watched as Cisco winced. "Oh, yeah, ah, sorry."

"No, no, this is good," the Flash said, where he was awkwardly standing by another station, donned in his red leather suit and cowl. "We should get used to calling me Flash instead of..." The Flash paused, mouth hanging open for a second. Then he continued. "Instead of my real name."

The amplifiers were all shot, Hartley found as he let out a small sigh. At least _here_ he had access to _proper materials,_ instead of what he could salvage from RadioShack.

Or steal.

"I agree with _the Flash,_" Wells added, moving across the lab. "There might come a time when someone has hacked into our radio frequency or, like Mister Rathaway－" Hartley rolled his eyes and adjusted the light to see if he'd have to replace the solder－ "simply be capable of hearing it naturally."

"Yay," Cisco cheered sarcastically. "Let's kill _all_ the fun."

"Oh!" the Flash said, practically bouncing around his workstation. "Maybe we should _all_ get secret names!"

Hartley stared at the tweezers he was holding and contemplated ramming them into his jugular.

"Dude, _yes,_" Cisco said, starting towards the Flash.

"No," Wells said.

"And the fun is dead again."

"Can the fun be _quieter?_"

Wells let out a long sigh. "I take it this means you've all discovered how to stop our teleporting meta-human?"

The Flash cleared his throat. "Not... exactly. I'm waiting to see the outcome of a test, see if I coat her cells with something. Then maybe they'll just stay put?"

Cisco held his hands out. "I'm still thinking we should just tranquilize her."

Hartley looked up from his work to see Wells take off his glasses and pinch the bridge of his nose. "I should have looked at this last night," he muttered. "I can feel a headache coming on."

"I have some aspirin," Caitlin said, adjusting her large sunglasses. "Also, we could dim the lights a little. Or a lot."

Hartley was fed up. "I don't know about you people," he snapped, drawing all four pairs of eyes to him, "but I can't work _in the dark._"

There was a long, drawn-out pause. Hartley blinked, raising his eyebrows, and then droned, "You've got to be kidding."

"That could work," Cisco was suddenly saying, rushing past the Flash, who was speeding around the lab and grabbing equipment. Caitlin quickly moved tablets out of the way of the frontmost workstation, and Cisco was plugging in and adjusting the various things the Flash brought over to him. Wells had wheeled behind the workstation to watch the chaos unfold.

Hartley was intrigued despite himself.

"Okay, so," Cisco began, "here are Shawna's, AKA Peek-A-Boo's－awesome work Caitlin－particulates." He nodded. "Active, bouncing around the petri dish, and they're in normal light. And now, the grand test, turning off the light and turning on night vision."

A key was aggressively pushed.

And the trio broke out into cheers. Cisco and the Flash high-fived while Caitlin took a few steps away, pressing a hand to her temple.

"That was a bad idea," she said, and Cisco and the Flash cringed.

"Oh man, I'm so sorry," the Flash said, and Caitlin waved him off.

"We solved the problem, so, yay," she said, but still rubbed at the sides of her head. "Peek-A-Boo needs light to do her thing."

Cisco snickered. "Well, it was thanks to your hangover-induced headache and Hartley's generally poor attitude."

"Bésame el culo."

"Tirate a un pozo."

The Flash's phone began to ring, and he sped off to answer it out of Hartley's range of hearing. Wells sighed. "Gentlemen, please－"

The Flash was suddenly back, standing in the doorway, and Hartley's spine straightened. His heart rate had increased dramatically, more so than even during their brief fight in front of Rathaway Industries.

"I gotta go," the Flash said, voice shaking.

Cisco was suddenly at his side. "B-brother," he stuttered, "what is it? What's wrong?"

The Flash blinked, shaking his head a little. "I－My dad," he said, sounding lost. His heart was like the whirring of a helicopter in Hartley's head. "He-he was stabbed."

"Oh my God," Caitlin whispered, and reached out and touched his arm. "We understand. Get going."

Wells nodded. "Go be with your father. We can handle it for right now."

The Flash nodded, several times, like he couldn't quite wrap his head around it. Caitlin was suddenly moving away. "I'll drive you."

The Flash swallowed. "I-I couldn't－"

"Just to your house," she said, firmly, "where you can get a ride with... another friend." She squeezed his shoulder. "You helped me out last night. Let me help you now."

The Flash stood there, just watching her. Finally, he nodded. "Thank you," he said, soft.

Caitlin took charge, hangover be damned, and had the Flash marching out of the room in a minute's time. Hartley was a little impressed. But, yet, it was hard to feel anything behind the weight that had been dropped into his stomach. The Flash had a father. He had a father who he loved, who probably cared about him. It was a strange thing to get hung-up on. Superheroes don't have _families._

And neither do supervillains.

Hartley drowned himself in that thought as he kept working, stopping only when Caitlin returned with lunch, and even then just briefly. Cisco had disappeared to work on a special cell for Peek-A-Boo almost as soon as Caitlin had gone the first time.

Despite the quite and the calm, Hartley was getting very little work done.

"Alright, shove over."

The words startled Hartley out of his thoughts. Cisco was already moving the sonic gloves aside, and Hartley fought the urge to punch him.

"I was _working_ on that," he hissed. Cisco leveled him an unimpressed look, even as his heart rate stayed above-average. Hartley gestured to the gloves. "If you want me to have these fixed, then I need to _work on them._"

Cisco shrugged. "Your gloves are an important backup, and they've got the data on the frequencies we need, I know that," he replied, and then shoved what looked to be the beginnings of a _gun_ in front of Hartley. "But we also need to work on the end product here." Cisco smirked. "I call it: _the Expecto-No,_" he said, raising his eyebrows. "Because it fights dementors, right?"

Hartley was about to rage some more, about to simply grab the stupid prototype and throw it into his face, when he realized: Cisco wanted a distraction. Sure, Hartley could give him that distraction by picking a fight with him, but that would probably lose him his lab privileges. And the Thai food.

It also occurred to Hartley, then, that perhaps he needed the distraction as much as Cisco did.

"The Expecto-No is a terrible name," he said, and pulled the gun closer to the light.

Cisco rolled his eyes. "Look, it's _my_ job to name things around here," he said, watching as Hartley poked through the guts of the weapon.

"Oh really," Hartley muttered, and pointed to one of the tools on the workstation, and Cisco passed it over. "Then what grand name would you have given me, if I hadn't had the amazing foresight to name myself and avoid it?"

"_The Loud Loser._"

"How very pithy of you."

They spent several hours working on the Expecto-No gun (one day, Hartley would change that name) before duty, or, rather, the Flash, called.

_"Guys?"_

Hartley jumped. The voice was coming from the center console of the control room, and he hadn't been expecting it. The tiny screw he had been holding with a pair of tweezers shot off into a distant corner of the room.

Cisco, however, was already running for the center workstation. "We're here, Flash," he called. Caitlin was already at the workstation, typing something. Wells, too, moved to the center of the console.

"What's going on?" Wells asked.

_"So, I think Peek-A-Boo and Clay Parker are about to rob a money transfer vehicle,"_ the Flash's voice came through the speakers, and Hartley could pick up on the rumbling of large engines, and the rush of air as he moved at superspeeds. _"A TDK truck from St. Louis."_

"Tracking it now," Cisco said.

"How's your dad?" Caitlin asked, Cisco typing continuing in the background.

And there were footsteps and a fifth heartbeat coming towards the lab.

_"He'll be okay,"_ the Flash said. "The guy who did it is the one who gave me the head's up."

The footsteps were coming closer. The heartbeat was steady, belying no tension. Friendly, or very, very confident.

"B－_Flash,_" Wells started, faltering at first, "what did you do?"

_"I broke him out of prison,"_ the Flash said, smugly amused.

Caitlin was gaping. "You _what?_"

Hartley looked up. "Someone's coming down the hall," he said at last, and Cisco spun around in his chair to face the doorway.

_"Guys?!"_ the Flash's voice squawked, just as the person stepped into the control room. Immediately, everyone relaxed, and Cisco even sent Hartley a glare.

"Don't worry," Cisco called. "It was only Joe."

The black man in a dark suit and striped tie, Joe, gave everyone a rather bewildered look. Then his dark eyes rose and he caught sight of Hartley, sitting in what had once been Wells's office. Hartley raised his metal-ringed arms and went back to putting the screw in place on the Expecto-No.

_"Oh, that's good. So, um, where's the truck?"_

Wells leaned forward. "Two miles north, point-three miles west. What's this about you breaking a man out of prison?"

Joe finally looked away from Hartley and turned to the others. "It's not a problem," Joe said. "He was caught literally feet outside the gate. Claiming the Flash broke him out." Joe tilted his head. "He'll be going away for a long time."

_"Away from my father,"_ the Flash said.

Hartley frowned as he tightened the screw. So, Flash's father had been stabbed by a person in a prison? Either the man was one of the guards－likely－or an inmate－unlikely.

_"Crap,"_ the Flash hissed. _"Found the truck and Peek-A-Boo. And they're turning away from the truck. I guess they got what they wanted."_

Wells leaned forward. "And now it's our turn."

What followed sounded oddly like a porno, with breathy grunts and gasps, and the sound of flesh striking flesh. Except Hartley could hear the running engine of a car, and an odd whooshing sound, followed by the rush of air that Hartley was starting to associate with high-speed.

The car-engine sounds became more pronounced, and Hartley could picture it driving by the Flash in his mind. The car noises began to quiet, and Wells frowned. "Remember, Barry: she cannot teleport if she cannot _see._"

Seconds later, there was the sound of shattering glass, over and over and over. The car noise got loud and quieter very quickly. And then－

Hartley scowled at his hands, because he'd nearly knocked the next screw out of place with his lapse in attention. He wasn't a part of their family. He was there under _duress._ He had a plan. Or, he'd _had_ a plan, once.

How long were they going to keep him there? How long after Hartley was done with this weapon would Wells keep him _alive?_

"So," a voice said, near Hartley's workstation, and he glanced up. Joe was leaning against the glass entryway, arms crossed. "You're Hartley Rathaway."

Hartley bared his teeth in a mockery of a smile. "Indeed I am," he said. Behind Joe, the lab was empty: Cisco, Caitlin, and Wells were gone. Which probably meant the Flash had captured this Peek-A-Boo, and they were preparing her specially-designed cell. So Joe was there to babysit him.

Joe raised an eyebrow. "Don't try to give me that attitude," he said, and Hartley was taken aback by his tone. "I've arrested jaywalkers more intimidating than you."

"You're a cop," Hartley said, and he nodded to himself. "That explains why STAR Labs is apparently handling police evidence."

There was the start of a plan in Hartley's mind. Perhaps not an _escape_ plan, but one that might just save his life.

"Well," Joe began, shrugging one shoulder. "It's hard to walk into the labs at CCPD with a vial full of teleporting dust and get something sort of coherent."

The man was being... very friendly. Too friendly for a cop to be to someone who'd attacked people on his force. He wanted something.

But that was fine. Hartley wanted something, too.

Hartley smiled, a bit realer-looking, but it felt just as false. "I doubt you get much coherency from this bunch."

Joe smiled back, and Hartley could see the fake edges on it, too. They were both playing the game, both aware of the rules. There were cameras almost everywhere in STAR Labs, and the vast majority of them had audio. Joe, having access to STAR Labs's recordings of the explosion, would know that.

Joe shrugged again. "I'm used to it," he offered. "My son started taking AP classes in grammar school, so, this is almost familiar territory for me."

Hartley's smile widened. "I outgrew tutors before I could properly learn their names," he offered back.

Joe tilted his head to the side. "I suppose you didn't really have a mental equal until you came to work here."

Hartley allowed his eyebrows to twitch upward, just slightly, before he shrugged. "Honestly, I didn't really find that here, either. Wells was the closest I came, but, his brilliance surpasses even mine."

Joe nodded. "Wells and you were close, then?"

And there it was. "For a time, Wells was the only person I considered family," Hartley said, and the pain of that wound was still fresh, still _aching,_ all these months later. His smile became bitter, twisted. "That changed."

_'I want to give you Wells. I want to help you string-up, tar-and-feather, and quarter Wells.'_

Joe's eyes zeroed in on Hartley, staring at him with deep intensity. "Why? What caused the change?"

For a moment, Hartley almost said it, cameras and threats be _damned._ Whatever Wells thought he could do－whatever Wells probably _could_ do－he wasn't mad enough to take on a police officer. But then, Hartley heard the buzzing motor getting closer, followed by two other footsteps. The high-speed flutter of the Flash's heart, and the subtle squeak of Cisco's sneakers.

Hartley flicked his eyes to the doorway. "Maybe another time, Detective," he muttered, and switched off his workstation light.

Joe's brow furrowed, but his expression cleared when the Flash, Cisco, and Wells entered the room.

"I hope Mister Rathaway was well behaved," Wells said as he drew closer. Hartley clenched his jaw to keep from glaring.

"Meh," Joe said, pulling away from the doorway. "You get him talking about himself, and he's pretty distracted."

Cisco and the Flash snickered. Hartley didn't have to pretend to be outraged at that, mouth thinning into a line. He saw the narrowed-eyed look Joe threw him, but he kept his expression constant. "It was either that or hear you blather on about that son of yours," Hartley returned.

Joe's face shifted into a furious expression for a moment, before calming into disdain. Cisco and the Flash, however, only seemed to get even _more_ amused. "Alright, prickly," Cisco said, walking over and grabbing Hartley's upper arm. "Lets get you back to your cell before Joe shoots you."

Hartley allowed himself to be tugged along, but turned to glare at Joe over his shoulder. _And_ quirk an eyebrow at the man. It wouldn't do to piss him off too much.

"Caitlin had to run out and get food for the inmates, so, that'll be here shortly," Cisco was saying, and classical music started playing in the control room again.

Hartley rolled his eyes. "If you invested in doors, that might help block out my hearing."

Cisco shrugged. "We thought about it, but, with the Flash zipping in and out of the place, and around the lab? Just a disaster waiting to happen."

Hartley hadn't considered that. "Fair enough," he murmured, and Cisco threw him a look.

"You feeling okay?" he asked.

Hartley stared at him, eyebrow raised. "Perhaps if the Flash could master the difficult challenge of _doorknobs,_" he said, slightly mockingly, "maybe you could invest in some doors."

"That's better."

By the time the magnetic cuffs were removed from Hartley's arms and legs, Caitlin was wheeling a cart down the pipeline.

"Good! I caught you," she said, and grabbed a cardboard container off the top of the cart, which was full of fast-food bags and boxes, as well as one of the white cloth bags from below. "Thai food and pajamas."

"Your hospitality is amazing," Hartley said, taking the food and the clothes bag.

Caitlin just rolled her eyes at him. Then her eyes widened, and she pulled out a white candy wrapper from her pocket. "Oh, I almost forgot," she said, and dropped it on top of Hartley's food box. "The complimentary gum from the Thai place."

Hartley wasn't too fond of the gum, and he was about to say so when an idea struck him. "Thank you," he said, instead, and stepped into his cell. The door closed, and Cisco and Caitlin hesitated for a moment. Hartley held the box closer to his chest, feeling awkward. "What?"

"We want to thank you," Caitlin said, when Cisco didn't seem forthcoming. "I know you didn't actually _mean_ to help us with Peek-A-Boo, but, you did."

Hartley... didn't know what to do with that. So he stood there, blinking. "I only insulted you," he said, feeling entirely off-kilter.

Cisco slowly nodded, eyebrows rising. "But it was the helpful sort of insult, so, thanks."

Hartley swallowed. "I'll," he hesitated for a moment, "try to do so more often, then."

Cisco rolled his eyes. "Wonderful. Go to sleep."

Caitlin just smiled a little. "Good night, Hartley."

"Until tomorrow," Hartley said.

His cell was moved back to the pipeline wall, and Hartley sat in the corner of his cell, eating his Thai food and watching as the other cells were moved, one by one, to the entryway. Hartley wasn't sure how the others were given their food, but he doubted it was by hand.

Especially the guy who turned into a poisonous gas.

Once the pipeline entry was closed, and the lights in the facility dimmed, Hartley took a moment to consider the gum Caitlin had brought him. It was flavored like old mint, and had a dusty aftertaste. It stayed sticky for _hours,_ and it stuck like cement after it had dried out a little. With a little shrug, Hartley tore open the wrapper and popped it into his mouth.

There was a foolish plan hatching in Hartley's brain, but, foolish was all he had.

* * *

><p><strong><span>Translations<span>****:**

Bésame el culo  
><em>- Kiss my ass<em>

tirate a un pozo  
><em>- Go throw yourself in a hole<em>


	3. The Nuclear Man

**Author's Notes****: **Scene occurs the morning after Stein injures his university friend, Doctor Quentin Quale.
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* * *

><p>Hartley had been chewing on this gum for <em>hours.<em>

He'd taken care not to abuse his Thai privilege over the past few days, waiting until last night before asking for it a second time. (Also, Thai food was _hell_ on the digestive system, and the refitted cells didn't actually _have_ toilets in them. The cells were moved and connected to another cell that had been converted into a bathroom, with a toilet, sink, and shower all in the small box.)

And now his jaw felt like it was dislocated. But he had _gum._

He'd been concerned about swallowing or spitting the thing out while he slept, propped up against the far corner of his cell, but he'd had it when he woke up that morning, and it'd been a gross, flavorless reminder that Hartley now actually had a plan.

In the lab, Hartley paid only half-attention to his sonic gloves, since they were almost completely fixed. The electron guns were fully functional on both, and the amplifiers were improved beyond what Hartley could have done _without_ STAR Labs's stock. The right glove had been broken worse than the left－unsurprising, since that one had more parts to it, to hold flash drives and store frequencies.

All that the left glove needed was finishing the last bit of wiring and soldering, and it would be functional.

The rest of Hartley's attention was on where Wells was lurking. The man was still in his wheelchair, even though they both knew that he didn't need it: the risk of the Flash buzzing in and _seeing_ his beloved mentor walking around was too great. Wells was working at one of the workstations, keeping Hartley in sight.

Hartley measured out the wires he needed for his glove－each about three inches long－and cut them. He picked one up and moved it over to his glove, and held it over where he'd need to solder it in place. His brow furrowed, and pulled on the wire as if to stretch it.

And then he scowled, throwing the wire across the lab. In a rather uncharacteristic move, Hartley shoved the other wires off the workstation (and snatched a few between his fingers, tucking them up his sleeve) and then angrily pulled out the coiled wire again.

"Problems, Mister Rathaway?"

Wells's voice carried across the lab, and Hartley looked up. He didn't have to force the scowl onto his face－it came naturally. "No," he snapped, and went back to the wire. Honestly, he was beginning to get a headache from the micro-chewing he was doing, but that had nothing to do with his errors.

Or everything.

He pulled the wire to the proper length, then cut what he _actually_ needed for his gloves.

And then he sneezed into his hand.

(And spit half his gum into his palm, pulling two wires from his sleeve and wrapping the gum around them.)

"Rough morning?" Wells mocked.

Hartley sneered at his work, while reaching under his workstation and sticking the piece of gum-and-wire to it. "Perhaps if we were given blankets," he began, but then Wells's phone started ringing.

Wells glanced down at his phone before glaring Hartley's way. He pulled it to his ear. "Hartley's in the room," he said, first-thing. Then, in a gentler tone, continued, "What's going on?"

_"Oh, uh,"_ the Flash's voice stuttered at the other end of the line, and went quiet for a moment. _"Caitlin, Hartley's there so."_ Then his tone became louder again. _"Uh, anyway, did you catch the news? Ronnie put someone in the hospital early this morning."_

That had Hartley craning his head around, and Wells was already moving to a keyboard. He quickly typed a few things and the many monitors circling the control room came to life, displaying local news networks. A few more keystrokes, and there was audio piping through, too.

"－And his head was on _fire,_" a young brunette woman said, eyes wide and red-rimmed. To the right of her face, there was a video playing of paramedics wheeling someone onto the street in a gurney, a blanket lying over the top of him. The woman continued, "I-I heard Doctor Quale _screaming,_ and-and I just _ran._"

The young woman was replaced by another woman, blonde and older. "Although accounts of the Burning Man's involvement have gone viral online," she said, and a black-and-white image of Ronnie's face, aflame, appeared next to hers, "officials have consistently denied his existence as a hoax, and his actions as those of a serial arsonist. However, with the recent confirmation that the Flash, a real _super-human,_ is running through Central City's streets, can we truly be so quick to deny this?"

Wells's brow furrowed, eyes narrowing. "Come to STAR Labs. Are Cisco and Caitlin still with you?"

_"Caitlin is. Cisco had to go help a friend with something."_

Wells frowned, and then turned his chair to face Hartley. Hartley sighed and set his wire cutters down.

"Then bring her along," Wells said. "I'll put Hartley back into his cell, and－"

_"That's okay, Doctor Wells!"_ the Flash said quickly. _"I'll just zip in and put the suit on. Besides, he seems to know more about what Doctor Stein was studying than either Caitlin or I do."_

Hartley raised his eyebrows, and Wells's expression went sour.

"Good point," Wells said, and Hartley could see his free hand tightening on the arm of his wheelchair. The leather squeaked. "I'll see you soon, then."

Wells hung up and aggressively typed on the keyboard, switching the televisions to the same screen. He began to pull up various articles about the Burning Man, and Hartley looked at his workstation.

He wondered if he could finish the left glove before the Flash got there with Caitlin.

The answer, it turned out, was _yes._ The left glove was finished, but the right glove was still missing a few more wires, and Hartley wanted to upgrade the cooling system. The most unfortunate thing, however, was the right glove held the frequency he'd used to fend off the dementor. And with the wires still damaged, he couldn't get to the data.

_C'est la vie._

Hartley set the soldering gun aside as the the Flash finished whipping through the room, leaving Caitlin a little wind-blown by the doors. Then he stood in his red-leather glory at the far end of the control room, by one of the screens.

"So," the Flash said, "got anything?"

"Well," Wells began, from the center workstation, "it appears letting Ronnie roam free is no longer an option."

Hartley walked from the small office to the control room as Caitlin stared at the images on the screens. Accounts of the Burning Man, and the devastation that followed him, were posted in several articles. "But, it's not Ronnie. Not anymore." She cringed, her heart rate increasing. "Now it's _Martin Stein_ puppeteering his... his body around."

"Actually," Hartley said, drawing Caitlin's attention, "it's probably not all Stein, either."

The Flash narrowed his eyes. "What makes you say that?"

Hartley waved a hand by his shoulder. "From everything I gathered while looking him up, Martin Stein is a pacifist," he said, and leaned back against the glass wall to his work area. "He protested against the Vietnam War, and turns down any military contracts that come his way."

Caitlin turned around, looking at the screens again. "Then why is he hurting people _now?_"

"Lack of control?" Wells suggested. He gestured at the Flash. "You struggled to control your speed at first. Miss San Souci had limited control over her abilities." The Flash's heart rate spiked at the mention of the name, which made Hartley glance at him. His eyes had fallen to the floor. Wells continued. "Perhaps _he_ needs training. It would explain his victim."

"Why?" Caitlin asked, frowning. "Who was it?"

Wells typed a little, and the screens suddenly showed an elderly, balding man. "Doctor Quentin Quale," Wells replied. "A former classmate and colleague of Martin Stein. It's possible that Professor Stein went to see him in hopes of understanding what was happening, but..."

"He lost control," the Flash muttered, walking around to look at the picture better. He turned his head to look back at Wells. "So, what's our next step?"

Wells leaned forward. "We get ahead of him. Find out where he's going next."

Hartley raised an eyebrow. "Which would be, where?" he asked. Wells glowered at him, and Hartley looked away after a moment.

"As I was saying," Wells continued. "Stein visited Caitlin on one occasion, and now Professor Quake. There's a good chance that he has or will visit his wife."

"He's married?" the Flash asked. Then he sighed, running a hand over his eyes. "I don't even know what this guy looks like."

More typing, and then a black and white image of Martin Stein popped up. He was an older gentleman, flat white hair parted to the side, nothing particularly interesting about him, which was why the Flash's pulse jumping so suddenly _was._

"I've seen him before," the Flash said, walking closer to the image.

"Really?" Caitlin asked, brow furrowing. She shot Hartley a glance.

Hartley shook his head. "I'd known of him before I ran into him outside, but we'd never met face-to-face before then."

"How do you know him?" Caitlin asked, turning back to the Flash.

The Flash shook his head. "He was on the train with me, the day the particle accelerator exploded."

That had Wells raising his eyebrows. "He lives in Central City."

"His work didn't," Hartley offered. When the others turned to look at him, he spread his hands. "That _something_ he was holding when the dark matter hit him? He must've brought it with him on the train."

Caitlin turned back around. "So," she began, voice a little shaky, "we're going to visit his wife first?"

"No," Wells said, and that had Caitlin frowning at him. Wells raised his eyebrows. "We're going to get trackers from the storeroom first. I don't care how fast you heal, Flash," he said, turning to look at the scarlet speedster, "I don't want you fighting with Stein if you can help it."

The Flash nodded. "Plant tracker, avoid being burnt to a crisp," he said, a little glib. "Got it."

Hartley hesitated for a moment. "Will the trackers be able to survive the heat?" he asked. "Their batteries would explode."

Wells didn't even look at him, moving away from the central control panel and towards the exit. "Cisco made these to track the Flash, Mister Rathaway," he drawled, and continued down the circular hallway.

Hartley rolled his eyes. "Well, if _Mister Ramon_ made them..." he droned. _'Then they would be perfect.'_

Caitlin sighed. The Flash frowned at Hartley, but Hartley ignored him. He was just plotting how to get into the storeroom himself when Wells came back, holding a square, metal container. It clanked like it was full of bottle caps as he wheeled into the control room.

"Doctor Snow," Wells began, and Caitlin snapped her full attention onto the man, and then winced when she saw the box. "Do you mind telling me why there are about _forty_ trackers in here?"

"Well," Caitlin began, biting at her lip. "Cisco gets... bored, during quiet patrol nights."

Wells blinked. "So he builds spare trackers."

Caitlin smiled, spreading her hands. "You can always use more trackers." Then she paused. "Or so Cisco claims."

Wells sighed, and moved over a workstation. "Hopefully some of these can be retrofitted to be pinned instead of stuck," he muttered, and then looked over at Hartley. "You can check the batteries, since you were so concerned, Mister Rathaway."

Hartley scowled at him, clenching his jaw to keep any hint of the smile that wanted to break free. The half of gum he had left was squeezed tightly between his aching teeth. "But I thought Cisco made them," he grumbled, only mostly for show, and took the palm-sized device Caitlin handed him, which was used to check the minuscule lithium ion batteries.

The trackers were generally well-made, although some were only half-done. To Hartley's delight, some, when opened, didn't have batteries at all.

"He'd run out of batteries first," Caitlin explained as she tried to see if the square shape of Cisco's trackers could be rigged onto the circular base of the pin. "He'd build more without them, and then add batteries to those ones first on the next night. Of course, then he'd have less batteries and more trackers without them as time went on."

"Amazing," Hartley said, testing a fingertip-sized battery while dropping a different one down the right sleeve of his hoodie.

"Don't be a jerk," the Flash grumbled. He was speedily replacing the good batteries that Hartley discovered (and didn't keep for himself) into the trackers.

The three of them were sitting around a square workstation, with Caitlin across from Hartley and the Flash to his left. Wells had gone to call Stein's wife about visiting.

"Don't ask that of him," Caitlin said, her focus on the tracker. "That's half his personality."

"Oh, the comedy," Hartley snipped. He could feel the two batteries resting against his elbow. "You should start doing stand-up."

Caitlin froze, eyes going wide. The Flash snickered, and then started humming one of the songs from Grease.

"Bwuah－" Caitlin blurted, some strange noise that had the Flash sputtering with laughter. She blushed, but a smile was creaking around the corners of her mouth, and then gasped. "Ha! I did it!" she declared, and held up the tracker. It looked a little odd, since the round back was slightly larger than the square base, but, she _had_ done it.

Wells chose that moment to come back into the lab. "Excellent," he said. "Do you have enough parts to make six?" he asked, wheeling over to the open spot at the workstation. "I want two for each of us."

The Flash did a blurred count of what they'd collected. "We've got enough for fifteen, really."

"Six will do," Wells said, smiling slightly. He turned to Caitlin. "Could you escort Mister Rathaway to his cell?"

"Of course," she said, rising from her seat.

Hartley lingered in his for a moment. "I left my soldering gun out to cool," he said. "I'll have to put that away first."

Caitlin blinked at him. "That's fine," she said. "I'll show Barry how to put the pieces together."

Hartley nodded, rising to his feet, and then walked into the lab space where his workstation was. He let his arms hang loose, and felt the two tiny batteries fall into his curled fingers.

He gingerly put his soldering gun away, and then bent down to pick up the wires he'd shoved off his desk earlier. While kneeling, and very mindful of the camera, he let the last half of gum drop out of his mouth and into his hand, where he quickly shoved the flat, tiny batteries into it. On his way up, he reached behind himself and stuck the gum under his workstation.

And that was that. He had all the pieces he needed to make two more e-bombs. The fact was, Hartley's hearing dampeners were made to be explosive from the ground up. Even the basic ones Cisco had made, copied off Hartley's design, were ready to be primed. All they needed was more power, and a wire jammed into the right spot to trigger the it.

The same technology that canceled out frequencies to protect his ears, also fueled the destruction they could cause.

"I'm ready," Hartley said, setting the stray wires next to his gloves. The last bit of trouble he'd have to work around was getting them into his cell.

"Okay," Caitlin said, and gently grasped his upper arm and led him towards the pipeline. "Any request for dinner tonight?" she asked, looking over at Hartley. "There's a chance we could be out late, so I'll have to tell Cisco."

Hartley felt odd about her question, about her tone, about her soft touch on his arm. "I think I'll have soup tonight," he finally said, thinking of his aching jaw.

Caitlin frowned. "Doctor Wells said you'd complained about not having blankets," she began. "Do you think you're getting sick?"

Hartley was at a loss for a moment. "Well, blankets wouldn't be turned away," he said.

Caitlin nodded. "I'll talk to Doctor Wells about it."

"I wish you luck," he said. He found he meant it for more than discussing blankets with Wells. From the small smile he got in return, Caitlin understood that, too.

They arrived at the pipeline door, and Hartley was divested of his magnetic cuffs. Caitlin waved once, and then sent Hartley on his way. He half-listened as Caitlin called into the other cells, getting their meal requests. He rubbed at his arms, his legs, where the cuffs rested everyday.

_'Just a little longer,'_ he told himself.

That night, when Cisco quickly stopped by to deal with the metas' needs, he also brought blankets and pillows.

* * *

><p>"How did it go?" Hartley asked, sitting up from the nest he'd made. A tired-looking Caitlin had pulled his cell to the pipeline doors, the cart of food behind her. Their clothes for the day were left in the bathroom cell. Hartley gestured to the pillow and blankets. "Also, thanks."<p>

Caitlin smiled, which only made her look even more tired. "I'm glad I was able to help," she said, and looked at the cell. "I wish we could do more, but..."

Hartley clenched his jaw briefly, and said nothing. The boxes were awful. Too small, no comfort. They weren't designed to hold humans. He was lucky enough to be able to get out, stretch his legs.

Hartley was already doing more push-ups and squats than ever.

"So," he said, looking away from her briefly. "What's my itinerary?"

Caitlin sighed, opening his cell doors. "The tracker we put on Ronnie worked," she said, grabbing a white paper bag from the cart, "but we're leaving to get Professor Stein's wife, and then Stein himself."

Hartley nodded, and took the food sack Caitlin handed to him. "So I'm stuck in here for the morning." More squats then. Perhaps some push-ups. If he felt truly ambitious, maybe he'd do some lunges.

"Hopefully not too long," Caitlin said, with another smile.

Hartley nodded, stepping back, and the cell door closed. Hopefully not.

* * *

><p>After Hartley bathed and changed, after working out as well as he could in the tiny space, it was still hours before he heard the rumblings of someone coming towards the pipeline. He was lying on the flat floor, turtleneck pulled over his mouth and the hood of his jacket pulled over his eyes, and stayed there even as the cell moved. He heard the pipeline door open, and there was a stunned silence from the Flash standing beyond the glass doors.<p>

"Uh, Hartley?" the Flash called. "You okay?"

"Do we get Netflix here?" Hartley asked, slightly muffled, arms splayed out across the floor. "Or maybe I can bargain for a GameBoy."

"No to the first," the Flash said, sounding amused, and a little relieved? "And I don't even know where to get a GameBoy these days."

Hartley sighed, pulling his turtleneck down, and rolled his head. He looked over at the Flash with one eye, peaking through the roll of his hoodie. "Did you get him?" he asked.

The Flash smiled. "We did," he said, and lifted his hands up, showing Hartley's magnetic cuffs. "Ready to go?"

"Like you wouldn't believe," Hartley drawled, rolling to his feet as the glass doors opened.

He still didn't know how he was going to get _out,_ though.

The Flash walked him down the hallway, explaining as he went. "So, you were right," he said. "Ronnie _is_ in there, somewhere." The Flash gestured at his head. "And it seems like they're both still... themselves." Hartley raised an eyebrow at him, and the Flash shrugged. "Stein referred to Ronnie as being there, being able to hear him. So."

Hartley nodded. Hearing voices could certainly excuse his outbursts. That sort of mental merger couldn't have been _clean._ "I assume we're going to try to separate them."

The Flash nodded. "Right now we're medicating him. Them." He shook his head. "Either way, once Caitlin does the medical check-up on _them,_ then we'll see what we can do."

Hartley nodded, and scanned the control room as they entered. Caitlin was staring at her tablet, standing in the center of the room. Wells was looking at the monitors at the far left workstation. A third heartbeat, just a bit faster than normal, but slower than the Flash's, was off in the labs to the right. Hartley glanced that way first, and then looked to Caitlin.

Caitlin's eyes were wide, and she looked a little stunned. "He's getting changed, and washed," she said. She swallowed heavily. "He was living under a bridge."

Hartley walked further into the lab, going to one of the right-most screens along the wall, as far from Wells as he could get. "A little loud, but hardly the worst place he could have picked," Hartley said, offhandedly. Caitlin frowned at him, eyes narrowing, and walked past him. She set her tablet down a little too hard and then turned to Wells, who was moving to the center station.

"So," she began, briskly, "do we have a plan for separating them?"

Hartley turned around, crossing his arms. "If their atomic parts are still vibrating at different frequencies, we could isolate them from each other."

Wells frowned at him. "Simply separating them wouldn't mean they would reform," he said, and frowned at the monitors in front of him. "No, Doctor Stein believes that nuclear fission is the key to separating them."

Hartley furrowed his brow. "But that runs the risk of creating radiation, and the number of atoms that would have to be affected－"

Hartley stopped as footsteps from the right lab came closer, and he turned his head.

"Hartley?" Caitlin asked. "What－"

A dead quiet settled over the lab, and Caitlin's heart thundered. Even Wells's heart jumped as Ronnie－no, Stein, who was wearing Ronnie's face－walked through the doorway and into the control room.

Stein looked at each of them briefly, Ronnie's eyes distant and cool and unfamiliar, before his expression shifted, anger furrowing his brows. "I don't suppose," he began, lifting his chin, "I need to point out that you're all staring?"

Caitlin dropped her gaze, heart rate spiking again. The Flash also found something else to look at. Hartley leaned back against the wall and raised an eyebrow.

"Our apologies," Wells said, after a moment.

Stein glanced Hartley's way again, eyes narrowed. Perhaps the part that was Ronnie recognized him, and recognized that he was _different_ somehow. Hartley could just imagine: _'Is_ he _different, or is my memory at fault?'_

"I," Stein started, head turning slightly. "I remember you. Hartley Rathaway?"

That had Hartley raising his eyebrows. "I'm impressed," he said. "Mister Raymond and I didn't spend much free time together." He glanced at Caitlin. "We mostly spoke through Doctor Snow."

Stein blinked slowly. "Cait complained about you a lot."

That startled a bark of laughter out of Hartley, and Caitlin rushed forward, face growing pink. "Doctor Snow, if you would, _please,_" she said to Stein, drawing his attention to her.

He met her gaze, and then nodded. "Do I have you to thank for my mind feeling clearer than it has since... well, since the accident?"

Caitlin nodded, settling into her work-persona, built to bury her feelings behind. "It's the same sort of treatment for those suffering with dissociative identity disorders. We hoped it would... ease your mental states."

Stein nodded again. "It has. Thank you, Doctor Snow."

"I would like to run some tests," Caitlin said, and it would have been clinical except for the light tremor in her voice.

"Of course, Doctor," Stein replied, and followed as she led him past Hartley's workstation and towards another leftward lab.

"The next order of business," Wells began, but then a cellphone began to buzz from a bag in the corner of the room.

The Flash winced. "Uh, sorry," he said, and buzzed over to it before disappearing in a blur.

Which left Hartley and Wells, once again alone.

"You do realize," Hartley began, glancing only briefly at Wells before looking at one of the other screens, "that the best person to help with this problem is, in fact, Doctor Stein?"

Wells frowned back at him. "Yes, but I fear his judgment isn't exactly _trustworthy_ at the moment."

Hartley leveled Wells a bland look. "My knowledge on Nuclear Fission and Fusion may be above the normal persons'－more than simply _above_－" at this, Wells rolled his eyes, "but, what Doctor Stein has managed to accomplish here?" Hartley shook his head. "That is beyond me."

The Flash buzzed back into the lab, looking a little flustered. "Can you spare me for, like, ten minutes?" he asked, looking between Wells and Hartley.

Wells was glowering at Hartley, but turned to the Flash and nodded. "Personal issues?"

The Flash groaned. "Dating is really hard," was all he offered, and buzzed around the lab. The suit reappeared in its display, and he was gone.

Hartley stared at Wells for a moment. "And you chose him over me," he uttered, earning another glare. To be honest, the bitterness of that had faded the moment Wells had threatened him in his cell. Instead, Hartley felt only a sort of pity for the Flash, Cisco, and Caitlin. Yes, Wells had tossed him aside, but now he _knew better._

It was going to be so much worse for them.

A monitor in front of the observation room Caitlin had taken Stein let out a beep, and Wells was immediately moving towards it. Hartley hung back, letting the man pass, before stepping up the ramp.

Wells's expression was grim.

"That bad?" Hartley drawled, earning a dark look.

Wells typed onto the keyboard. "See for yourself," he said, and the results were suddenly displayed on the screen behind Hartley.

And Hartley saw. He stepped closer to the screen. "His rising temperature－"

"Yes," Wells said. "An exothermic reaction, caused by－"

"－Like an infection," Hartley said. His mind was working. "Ronnie is rejecting Stein's molecules at an atomic level." He needed write. He marched across the room and grabbed the rolling dry erase board and pulled it closer to the screens. He scribbled across the clear surface in sharp, concise strokes.

Wells moved closer. "If his temperature continues to rise－"

"－The explosion that injured Quale wasn't a _loss of control,_" Hartley hissed. "It was another symptom."

Hartley could hear the Flash return, but he didn't bother to look.

"The fight with the Flash must've destabilized the Firestorm Matrix," Wells said, and wheeled in beside Hartley.

"Can we let off the energy safely?" Hartley asked, looking from the screen to his board. "Slowly bring down his temperature. Give us time?"

Wordlessly, Hartley handed the marker to Wells and stepped back. Wells instantly began to write across the lower portion of the board.

"Call Caitlin in here," Wells said, pulling his hand back from the board.

Hartley's heart raced.

_'No no no,'_ he thought, plucking the marker from Wells's grip and running through the calculations himself. _'No no no, not another one.'_

"Caitlin, can you come out here?" the Flash called, awkwardly, into the intercom. The feedback made Hartley cringe, but he crossed out a line and continued on.

"Give," Wells said, brisk, and Hartley dropped it into his hand. He stepped back, looking at the wild equations, running a hand over his mouth.

_'I can fix this,'_ he thought. _'I can fix this.'_

The conversation behind the door that Hartley had been ignoring ended, and he heard Caitlin coming. He heard her hesitate in the doorway, and then step through. "This is a sight I never thought I'd see again," she said.

Hartley said nothing, and was shocked by a thought. "This isn't going to work," he said, moving to wipe out his half of the board with his sleeve. Wells raised his hand to stop him.

"Leave it," Wells said, and Hartley finally looked away from the board to glare at him.

"You're not doing this," he snarled, and Wells's head snapped up to glare back.

The lab door opened again. "That's not freaky at all－_okay,_" Cisco said, slowly. "There's _a lot_ of freaky stuff happening right now."

"Can someone explain what's going on?" the Flash finally asked.

Wells narrowed his eyes at Hartley. Hartley, hands clenching into fists, stepped back from the dry erase board. Wells then turned to look at Caitlin, Cisco, and the Flash.

"Ronnie's body," he began, gesturing to the monitors in front of the observation window, or those behind the dry erase board, "is rejecting Martin Stein's atoms."

"The result," Hartley continued, "is fission, which is causing Ronnie's body to increase in temperature."

"And his temperature," Wells said, "is further destabilizing the Firestorm Matrix, which is causing yet _more fission._"

Caitlin had turned almost grey as they spoke. "So," she started, quiet, "what does that _mean?_"

Hartley exhaled. "That Ronnie's body will go nuclear once it reaches a certain temperature."

Caitlin sucked in a deep breath, and Cisco shook his head. The Flash spread his hands.

"So what do we do?" he asked, and then gestured to the board. "You two were writing _something._"

Hartley was already shaking his head. "It's not going to work," he said, with a glare to Wells.

Wells just gave him a sad look back, one that Hartley _almost_ believed. "It's the only thing that can be done _safely._"

"_What?!_" Caitlin shouted, and Hartley winced at the noise. Her eyes were wide and darted between the two of them. "Explain it to me."

"We could separate them, and that would be enough to prevent an explosion," Well started.

Hartley interrupted. "But only if, at the time of separation, Ronnie's core temperature was dropped to as close to absolute zero as possible."

Cisco stared. "But... but that would _kill them._"

"Yes," Wells said, softly. "It would."

"And that's why it's _not going to work,_" Hartley ground out.

"Any attempt to separate them could cause the same amount of nuclear fission to occur, Mister Rathaway," Wells snapped, hands tightening on the arms of his wheelchair. "He could still cause a massive nuclear explosion if we were to try _any_ other method." He turned to look at the others once more. "Large enough to level Central City."

Caitlin shook her head. Her heart was racing. "You want to _kill Ronnie?_"

Wells frowned. "No," he said to her, voice softening. "No, I don't _want to._ But, the other options..."

Cisco stepped forward, heart pounding, shaking his head. "It's not just Ronnie. It's Stein, too. That's _two people,_ Doctor Wells!"

"It's two people," Wells began, "compared to _millions._" He shook his head. "I don't know what else to do," he admitted. "And, if they both knew the options, Ronnie and Doctor Stein, I'm sure they'd agree with me."

The Flash leaned against the glass wall, looking to the floor. Cisco was blinking, stunned.

"How long do they have?" Caitlin asked. Her tone was calm.

"Hours," Hartley and Wells said in unison.

"I didn't miss this," Cisco said, sounding dazed.

Caitlin nodded to herself, looking at the floor. Then she marched forward, standing in front of Wells and Hartley, mouth pinched. She gestured to the walls. "Together, you two built this whole place," she said, voice quiet. "You designed something _spectacular._ You made what should have been the future _today._" Her eyes were wide, and there were no tears. "You have hours to fix this _one thing,_" she said. "So do it."

But they'd failed the last time. Hartley's heart was pounding, and he turned to Wells, who was staring straight at Caitlin. Hartley wondered if that's what _his_ face had looked like, when he'd confronted Wells with the possibility the accelerator could explode. Would Wells throw Caitlin out, now, too?

Or maybe there was room for her in the cell next to Hartley's.

Either way, Caitlin didn't wait. She instead spun around on her heel, head held high, and and marched out of the control center.

Wells sat there for a moment, under the watchful eyes of Hartley, Cisco, and the Flash. Finally, Hartley frowned. "I have to try," he said, frankly.

Then Wells moved. Away from them, down the ramp and back to the control room. And then he left that, too, heading down the hall opposite that Caitlin had. Cisco stared after him, betrayal across his face (and Hartley could recognize it anywhere), before he jogged down the ramp and after Wells.

The Flash stared after him before, turning to Hartley, mouth opening slightly. "I－I guess I'll go see how Stein is doing," he said, and walked－slowly, like a normal human－through the door.

Hartley stood alone for the first time in weeks outside his cell. He could hear Wells moving down the hall. He could hear Cisco's rapid breathing. He could hear Stein and the Flash talking about Einstein and pretty girls and fast cars.

Hartley _hated these walls._

He swung around, grabbing his sleeve and wiping the dry erase board clean. He couldn't stop it before, he didn't stop it before, but he _could_ stop this.

He couldn't let more people die because of this thing he'd made.

If dropping the temperature wouldn't work, then the answer could be increasing it.

Or, not the temperature, but the energy.

The cells were working harder to increase energy, raising the temperature, and then causing nuclear fission, which further increased the temperature.

The increased temperature made it easier to make energy, making nuclear fission happen faster, increasing temperature－

Eventually the only outcome was the explosive release of all the energy at once, as a nuclear fission blast.

If they could make a device to flood Ronnie's body with energy, into every atom of his body, all at once, that could prevent the atoms from creating nuclear fission themselves, essentially recreate the moment when their atoms merged together...

The outcome would still be explosive, and hot. But the possibility of there being nuclear fallout was greatly decreased.

Far less of a chance than the particle accelerator had of exploding.

Hartley stepped away from the board, eyes flicking over the math. It was sound－of course it was－but it was only half the problem. It was a theoretical device. Where would the energy come from? How to move it evenly through the cells? How would they build it?

Time was not on their side.

Hartley pulled his glasses off, running a hand over his face.

"I didn't understand why you'd kept digging," Caitlin said behind Hartley, and Hartley _jumped._

He hadn't been snuck up on in months, his hearing was too good, and during his stay at STAR Labs, his paranoia for Wells usually kept him hyper-aware. He'd gotten so focused on the problem, he'd... forgotten everything else. As Hartley tried to recover, Caitlin walked up the small ramp and approached the dry erase board. She looked at it, brow furrowed.

"It bothered me a little," she continued, "that you, of all people, would look into a man's disappearance. Even a man like Doctor Stein." She turned and looked at Hartley. "It's because of the explosion, isn't it. You blame yourself."

Hartley couldn't breathe. The pounding of his heart was deafening in his ears. But he could still hear Caitlin over the roar.

"Hartley," she began, softly, reaching out and grabbing his shoulder. "It wasn't your fault. It was an _accident._ No one could have prevented it."

"I could have," Hartley managed to rasp. "I should have done more. I could have－"

"No, Hartley," she said, squeezing his shoulder. "No, you couldn't have. You're not God."

He opened his mouth, because of _course_ he wasn't God. This wasn't ego. It was truth. He'd known the danger. He'd tried to call attention to it, and allowed himself to be silenced.

The purr of a motor reached Hartley's ears.

And then, once again, Hartley fell quiet.

Wells came into the central lab, and his eyes instantly found Hartley and Caitlin. "I think I have something," he said, and then his eyes focused on the board behind Hartley. He gave them a small smile. "It seems I'm not the only one."

"What?" Caitlin said, spinning around. "What did you find?"

Wells looked around the lab. "Where's Cisco?"

"Here!" Cisco called, jogging into the lab, heart rate elevated. "What's－whoa, Hartley."

Hartley glanced back at the dry erase board. "It's a theory, but, building it－"

"That I can help with," Wells said, and held up a small metal cube, clutched between his fingers.

Cisco walked over to him and gingerly took it. Wells, wincing, allowed it. "What is it?" Cisco asked.

Wells sighed. "It was part of a device I was using, to try and cure meta-humans. I never got it to work, but, if I reconfigure it and the system I was using to flood their bodies with energy－"

Hartley turned around, staring at the dry erase board. "We could save them."

Caitlin collapsed into the nearest chair, closing her eyes and sucking in shaking breaths.

Cisco nodded, skipping back a few steps. "I'll get Doctor Stein," he said, and then disappeared back through the doorway.

Wells turned and looked at Hartley, raising an eyebrow. "Well, Mister Rathaway?" he said. "Shall we?"

Hartley hesitated, just for a second. "Ab honesto virum bonum nihil deterret," he said, and grabbed the dry erase board and led it towards Wells.

Wells smiled wide. "Et esne bonum?" he asked.

"Videbimus," Hartley replied, and rolled his shoulders.

The Flash returned before Cisco did, buzzing through the lab and reappearing in scarlet glory beside the workstation in the center of the control room. He raised his eyebrows. "You two've been busy," he said.

Hartley raised his eyes and stared at him. "With your speed, we could have finished this by now," he grumbled. He carefully bound the wires up and pulled them in place around the quantum splicer's circular design.

That had the Flash perking up. "So you've figured it out?" he asked.

"For the most part," Wells said, scribbling something onto the board behind Hartley. "We've never made anything like this before, and we have no time to test it."

Hartley frowned, tilting his head. He heard footsteps coming. Only a single set. "It'd be easier with Doctor Stein," he said, raising his head, and watched as Cisco stormed into the lab.

"That'd make a lot of things easier," Cisco snapped, and then looked around the room. "He's gone."

"Gone?" Wells asked, and Hartley froze. "What do you mean gone?"

Cisco threw his arms out. "As in not here?"

The Flash groaned, running a hand over his masked face. "Doctor Stein knew that he was moving towards going nuclear," he said.

Caitlin gasped. "Oh, no," she whispered. She was immediately on the nearest keyboard, typing away.

Hartley let out a polyglot's delight of swear words, and swung back to the quantum splicer.

"Cisco!" Wells barked, and suddenly Hartley had Wells on one side of him, holding a wire, while Cisco crammed in on the other. "Directions are on the board."

"Got it," Cisco said, picking up the soldering gun and helping Hartley put the wires in place.

The Flash took to pacing as only the Flash could, bouncing from Caitlin to their workstation. Eventually, Wells gave him several of the arms of the quantum splicer to assemble, which kept him out of their hair for thirty or so minutes.

And then, by some miracle of science, they'd finished it.

"Time," Cisco called.

The Flash looked over at the screens, each displaying a countdown timer. "Twenty minutes and nineteen seconds."

Caitlin let out an annoyed growl. "I can't find him," she hissed.

"On it!" Cisco called, and bound to her side.

Hartley was already walking away from the workstation, work finished. He collapsed into a different chair, tension strung up in every cell of his body.

"He'd be someplace uninhabited," Wells called, turning the quantum splicer over in his hands, checking it.

Cisco sucked in a breath. "The Badlands," he said. There was more rapid-tapping of keys, then; "Found him! Thirty miles outside of Central City, right smack-dab in the center of the Badlands."

"Minimum safe distance," Wells said. He looked up. "He's sacrificing himself."

The Flash walked forward. "Well, he doesn't have to," he said, glancing at the countdown. Eighteen minutes. "Give me the quantum splicer and－"

Caitlin was already running around him, and snatching the device from Wells's hand. "I've got it," she said, turning to the Flash. She already had on her coat. "And you'll get me."

"What?" Cisco blurted, at the same moment both Wells and the Flash said, "No."

Caitlin was unmoved. "You don't know how this works," she said.

"Cisco－" the Flash started.

Caitlin gestured at the timer. Seventeen minutes. "We don't have the _time._"

The Flash sent Wells a helpless look. Wells grit his teeth. "Fine," he said.

Hartley sat forward. "Remember," he said, and the Flash turned his way, "there's still likely to be an explosion, even if the device works. Ronnie's body has built up a lot of energy."

"So," Wells continued, "put the device on him, Caitlin, and then _get out of there._"

With that said, the Flash nodded, scooped up Caitlin, and was gone.

And then, they waited.

After nearly two hours of constant thinking, constant action, the sudden _nothing_ was torture. Hartley closed his eyes and leaned his head back, unwilling and unable to watch the time count down any more.

Then came the odd beep that had Cisco's heart rate jumping.

"What's wrong?" Hartley found himself asking, head snapping forward.

Cisco blinked first at the monitor in front of him, then at Hartley, then at Wells. Then he shook his head. "Nothing," Cisco said, jumping to his feet as he shut off the alarm. "Just a comm error. I'll be right back."

He took off, running until even Hartley could barely hear him. There were several minutes of quiet between Wells and Hartley, and Hartley simply waited.

"You know," Wells began, softly, "we made a good team today."

Hartley stared at him. Last year－rather, mere weeks ago, if Hartley was honest with himself－hearing that would've made his month. It would've re-energized him, would've had him ready to do anything to hear it _again._ Now, Hartley just felt bitter.

"The only time we made a _good team,_" Hartley said, voice steady, "was when you could control me."

Cisco returned before Wells could do more than frown at him. "Did I miss anything?" he asked, looking down at the control panel.

"No," Wells said, eyes still lingering on Hartley. "Nothing at all."

_"Guys,"_ the Flash's voice suddenly blared through the comms, _"we found them."_

"Good job," Wells said, moving to the monitor beside Cisco. "Remember, give it to him, and get out."

There was a beat, and then, _"Professor Stein!"_ the Flash called. _"Wait－"_

_"What are you doing here?!"_ Ronnie's voice roared through the comms. _"You can't_ be here. She _can't be here!"_

_"Look, please,"_ Caitlin's voice begged, _"Ronnie's still in there, and－"_

_"I can't,"_ Ronnie－Stein－started. _"All those people. Clarissa. I won't_ kill them._"_

_"You won't,"_ Caitlin said, quickly. _"Look, here, it's a quantum splicer."_

_"It'll separate the two of you,"_ the Flash said. _"Without the explosion."_

Which wasn't exactly the truth. Hartley met Wells's gaze evenly over the monitors.

_"How?"_ Stein asked.

_"The device bombards your cells with energy, just as much as when you and Ronnie first fused after the accelerator exploded,"_ Caitlin said. _"It should be enough to separate you."_

There was a long silence. Time ticked by.

_"Please, Professor,"_ Caitlin said. _"You have nothing left to lose if you try."_

Hartley finally looked at the countdown. Two minutes left.

_"Ronnie,"_ Caitlin said, _"if you're in there, if you can hear me. I love you."_

And then the sound of kissing. Hartley cringed, glancing at the tense faces of Wells and Cisco. The other two probably couldn't even hear it.

_"That was from him,"_ Stein said.

_"I look forward to meeting you in person,"_ Caitlin responded.

Hartley listened, and heard the faint noise of the quantum splicer's arms moving. "Now would be a good time to start running," Hartley said, raising his eyebrows. His heart was racing.

_"It's not working,"_ the Flash said, panic in his voice. Hartley swallowed.

Heartbeats were racing in his ears.

Wells leaned forward. "We said it was a possibility! Now _run!_"

_"No!"_ Caitlin was shouting. Hartley dug his fingers into he chair's arms. _"No!"_

"Get out of there!" Wells shouted.

Cisco sucked in a breath. "Suit is picking up speed," he said. "He's running."

Wells leaned back. "Thank－"

The explosion made Hartley jump. Both Wells and Cisco were staring, aghast, at the control panel. Hartley looked again.

The timer still had thirty seconds left on it, and Hartley shut his eyes.

* * *

><p><strong><span>Translations<span>****:**

C'est la vie.  
>- French; <em>Such is life<em>

Ab honesto virum bonum nihil deterret  
>- Latin; <em>Nothing deters a good man from the performance of his duties<em>

Et esne bonum?  
>- Latin; <em>And are you good?<em>

Videbimus.  
>- Latin; <em>We'll see.<em>

* * *

><p>Oh no a cliffhanger I wonder what's going to happen. XD<p>

Hope you enjoyed.


End file.
